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DEDICATION

I know many women who are Fran’s age, or soon will be. Dynamic, exciting women who are far from “over the hill”, but who also are amazed to find themselves the age they (we) are. This book is for them, and for all of us forging rich, fulfilling lives in our senior years.
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I’m aware that I should be grateful for the moment when I roll upright, thrust my feet into slippers conveniently placed by the bed and featuring non-slip soles, because the kids gave them to me and they fuss, and start the process of getting myself sorted out for the day, my nightly respite over, even though it’s still dark, but one’s body does what it will, doesn’t it, and you have no say, other than to toddle off to the bathroom, of necessity the first stop, before shoving arms into a shapeless but familiar robe and making for the kitchen, all of five steps from my bedroom door now that I live in a suite in the luxurious – just read the brochures – Facility rather than in my considerably larger if somewhat less luxurious home. 

Next, the process of coffee, using the ugly electric drip thing claiming far too much counter space, yet another present from the kids who are convinced I will burn the place down if I dare to do anything on the half-sized stove, even though I’ve only cooked a saucepan dry once over the last five years or so –  well, okay, twice but I never told the kids about the second time – and anyway, you try losing a husband (or a wife, which I suspect is worse) and see if your mental faculties return in full bloom in the next year. You think they have and then boom, you’ve forgotten an appointment, or to pay a bill, or to take that pot off the stove, and your mind’s churning along but it’s occupied with other things, more important at the time no doubt. The children will hover (at a distance, mercifully) and make a fuss given half a chance, so there was a to-do about the scorched pot, and I ended up with this ungraceful machine, totally ignoring (the kids, I mean) that I prefer a good Americano. When I was forced to move, I packed off seven-eighths or more of the contents of the house to charity, but I smuggled my stovetop espresso maker into the Facility and use it for special occasions. I concede the drip machine gives me several cups without having to go through the rigmarole of brewing another one, its sole virtue, so I am resigned to functionality over taste, and as usual allow myself to wool-gather for a few minutes while the machine does its slow thing, but I reckon I’m entitled, I’ve been around long enough now to have plenty of wool to gather.

On the subject of all this gratitude that should infuse my every cell as I rise in the morning, well, the ones who purport to be glad I’m yet again upright and moving are still too young to know there are times when you don’t particularly wish for the foot-inserting, bladder-emptying, shapeless-robe-donning morning activities marking the new day, but I concede them their lack of awareness since I don’t experience a lack of gratitude very often unless I let myself think about the mess all around me, the environment, the politics, the carpet that could use a cleaning but will have to make do with an assault by the vacuum, the general incivility, although truth be told I don’t encounter incivility very often. Perhaps it’s because I live in a polite city where people seem to respect my gray head, even on the bus, which as a means of transport is worth fighting for on the days I volunteer downtown – this morning, in fact, my weekly escape. The Facility runs shuttles to the main shopping malls, or you can book a car to take you wherever else you need to go, but sometimes you long to break out and get away, and nothing is going to prevent me from hopping on the dear old number six bus today, not even my awareness of my advancing age and occasional lack of focus, which is why I no longer drive. It’s a sad day when you find yourself doubting your ability, and I miss my position in the command seat, the freedom to go where I want, when I want, riding tall. But at least the bus is my choice, not a Facility-provided (and encouraged, and no doubt monitored) amenity.

As the coffee chugs along I ready the cream and sugar and prepare my nice china cup and saucer. I use cups, not mugs, because although mugs were the name of the game for most of my adult life, now I find I like the greater formality of a cup and saucer, not to mention that the coffee doesn’t have time to get cold before you’ve slurped back your full allotment, and one cup is about as long as it takes me to read the headlines, it smooths the edge off the continuing stream of bad news. Each morning, as I sip and read, I demand of my mind that it focus more on the wonderful aroma – always better than the taste, truth to tell – emanating from the cup and on the pleasant scene outside my window, where right now the cherry tree is coming into bloom, which means it’s spring. I don’t mean to imply I wouldn’t have known it was spring without the cherry tree, I’m sure I would have, I’m not that past it – whatever ‘it’ might be. Although sometimes I do lose track of what day it is, it’s unusual to misplace the season, but not unheard of and easy enough to do when you live in a hermetically sealed building, but don’t tell the kids – and how can something as lovely as that cherry tree be blooming when the international situation is so dire? This is a mental disconnect I don’t generally do battle with, at least not first thing in the morning.

And besides, grandkids temper a lot of bad news, don’t you agree?

I’m at an age where I can ignore the bad stuff if I choose, conscientious citizen though I am, voting in every election, still (often futilely) weeding issues from political rhetoric and bombast, and what happened to statesmanship? I keep looking for it and hear platitudes, which are not transferred to action, and we sit here and things get worse, and heaven help me I sound like my friend Joan who never shuts up about this stuff, though it’s relatively easy to tune her out, concentrate on my tea and pastry (assuming we’ve met at the afternoon tea the Facility kindly provides, the brochures never mentioning that the cost is part of our monthly fees, or dues as they like to call them, as if we were a country club and not an up-scale warehouse) and think good, pure thoughts.

But it’s tough to ignore the bad stuff when the grands, and for many of us great-grands, stand to inherit the mess and you have to wonder if there will be anything left worth inheriting. My concern and sympathy surge until I reflect on the report I heard the other day that the young people blame us, or at least blame the Boomers – I am much too old to be one, but still – for hoarding all the money, but if I didn’t have investments, who, when I am truly old and past caring for myself (I claim the former but not the latter) would be paying for me to live in a facility much more down-market than this one but subsidized, I suppose, by my kids’ taxpayer dollars. I’d be a drain on society, or a bag lady so don’t begrudge me and I won’t criticize you.

At least, given the magnitude of the fees – er, dues – that buy my comfort, I am confident my family are not coveting whatever inheritance will be left for them once my life here is paid for.

And besides, to return to the topic of giving the vast majority of my worldly possessions to charity, which is what happened when I ‘cleared’ the house, the bits and bobs of a lifetime reduced to... no, I shouldn’t say that, my detritus may become someone else’s treasure, after all. I swallowed my chagrin when the kids didn’t want my stuff, even the good china, they all use plain white now which does set off a meal nicely, but where’s the grace, the sense of tradition, although to be honest I rarely used it, the good china I mean, so who am I to complain, and here I am stuck with a service for eight dating from the 1930s, around the year I was born actually, inherited from my grandmother and so delicate, pale yellow with tiny flowers, and do you think anyone at all in the whole wide world wants my beautiful china? Because I couldn’t bear to see it go to a consignment store, it was included in the to-the-Facility pile and now, except for the cup and saucer currently employed to pour dark liquid down my throat a few times in the morning, it occupies its usual space in the small buffet which is almost too large for my ‘suite’, marketed as cozy (you’ll be cozy and comfortable in your suite with all mod cons) not that they use that expression here, mod cons, must have picked it up from back when George and I lived in Europe for a year, his job, my idleness, going slightly stir-crazy without a job to go to each morning. But those were different times, a different generation, now life seems to be so all-consuming for the young people that they have a hard time separating work from leisure, to which I say, take a lesson from my life, look at what fills it up, not so much of it terribly meaningful, I can spend a good hour or more reading the content-free newspaper and enjoying (ha!) my taste-challenged coffee.

And on that charming note, the machine gasps out its last wheeze. I fill my cup, doctor it well from the sugar bowl and the cream carton, fetch the morning paper which for once, and this isn’t guaranteed, is lying pristinely folded at my front door, and avoid thinking how odd it is the delivery man – no more paper boys – creeps down the hall distributing his wares while we sleep, and retreat to the chair (I do, not the paper man) looking out at the cherry tree.

In the news, there’s some pronouncement from the prime minister, a man (boy?) approximately my son’s age, who has the temerity to think he can run the country, forcing me to reflect for the umpteenth time, how can he possibly have the wisdom, the background, he’s barely more than a child. Would I trust my own son to run the country? But in fact he does run something quite high-powered and technical (my son, I mean, although come to think of it, so does the prime minister), which I totally fail to comprehend even when he explains it to me though you can hear the condescension drip from between the words, making itself felt so I’ll be very clear he’s showing this great kindness to his mother, and guess who’s in the driver’s seat now, it’s a new world and I’m only barely a part of it, despite fancying myself fairly handy on my laptop, for instance I know how to email and Skype with the grandkids should they ever have the time. Still, what comprises his actual work is beyond me and so I no longer ask him, but in a way that does answer the question, he could indeed run the country if he had any desire to.

I skip the pronouncement and turn the pages rapidly, rattling them in my hands, pausing to lift my elegant cup to my lips, and find I’m much more interested in the sunrise, the light is creeping over the lawn outside, and spring is on its way, it won’t be so cold today, it’s not supposed to rain. All of this is relevant because I have a walk ahead of me, to the bus stop, then from the bus stop through downtown to the fair-trade shop where I volunteer, something I don’t mention to the kids because: Oh, Mom, it’s so dangerous in town now, you shouldn’t be going there, you aren’t safe, you might be hurt. Or: Oh, Mom, think of the germs, you’re tiring yourself out, couldn’t you find some volunteer job at the Facility? We’d never mean to interfere in your life, but but but... So don’t, my dearly loved children. I’ve been donating my time to this shop for years now and no one has ever threatened me, in fact they barely see me, something I resented when I was newly in the age of invisibility, but now I have the sense to take advantage of. My walk will occur in a little while, and in the meantime there’s the crossword which is sufficient stimulation to wake up my brain for the day and cast aside all thoughts of interference.

One down: word describing a senior, seven letters, and it’s obvious this puzzle will be simple to solve although I admit one down is thought provoking, at least when I consider whether this word applies to me (it does) and whether I accept it (not readily), so I put the newspaper in my lap to reflect: what qualities allow one to survive this old age business? That’s the question for the ages, no pun intended, or rather not a pun but word play. Play, have fun with, laugh, enjoy, because none of us can afford to stand on our dignity anymore, even if we were the ponderous, deep-thinking types in our younger years, obsessed with everything that shouldn’t be but was, and still is for that matter, so we have fun in our own way, laughing, yes, even as we contend with so many losses. And that, I’ve come to believe, is what old age is about.

Or maybe not. It’s a curmudgeonly morning.

I suppose one can stretch the definition of play, for instance to include a bout with the crossword. It’s certainly optional, but it is more a habit, like the paper itself, or like the games of Solitaire on my laptop in the evening because this is a first-rate improvement over the old way, you never drop the cards or need to shuffle (hard on arthritic fingers), and it’ll give you hints. 

But play implies a light-heartedness, an ability to let oneself go and get sucked into the joie of the moment, and frankly that isn’t such a piece of cake these days.

Cake. The monthly residents’ birthday party is coming up soon. It will be on the calendar and in the regular email bulletins they send us. Fingers crossed for a slab cake with a decent chocolate icing, even if doled out in small (healthy) portions.

But to return to the news, one relies now on television and radio for a daily dose, enough to let one talk intelligently but not to depress, although that gets ever more challenging. And for heaven’s sake let’s lose the idea of ‘one’, it’s outmoded and archaically regal and it’s so damned cumbersome, talking, if only to oneself, as if one were not ‘one’ but some other, observing the almost mythical ‘one’ when in reality there’s nothing going on except a woman working a not-so-challenging crossword and waiting for the next thing to happen, which might be today or tomorrow or months from now or around the corner, though it probably isn’t. Around the corner, I mean.

Instead, let’s wander with the no longer mythical ‘one’, now revealed to be a ‘me’ who doesn’t require quotation marks, over to the bathroom mirror, always an entertaining way to spend five minutes in the morning. Five minutes, that’s what I allow myself to put some colored stuff on my face, a dash of rose here and there, so my skin doesn’t look quite so pasty, remembering all the while those golden days of deep suntans, looking so healthy even though we knew, way back then, that a tan wasn’t healthy at all, and how’s that for a cruel joke, luring us to vanity and skin cancers, the removal of which has left a scattering of small, circular scars on my face, although I should be thankful that none of them were dangerous, unlike the melanoma that killed my sister, garden sprite of the over-baked, leathery skin, how many years ago?

It’s true: I forget years, dates, historical events of any description, as if I’m emerging fresh into each day with no back story, take it as it is or leave it, or better still grab a slip of paper, heaven knows I have these slips all over the house – I mean suite – usually the flip sides of shopping receipts, and make another list, this one of things I will do today, a list that often, alas, feels suspiciously like the one I made the day before, allowing it to temporarily distract me from the application of the colored stuff, the eternal, stultifying routine. Although today is my downtown day which I look forward to fervently, a chance to escape the walls of the Facility and prove my worth.

And with a remnant of that old vanity, I pay a bit more attention to my work at the mirror.

Another day, yes, I can get through another day.

One thing I avoid seeing, as I execute each step in my morning routine, designed to make me look fine, well groomed, on top of things, is everything below chin level, where the memory of those golden suntanned days strikes especially cruelly, because there is nothing left of that lithe body, which I didn’t appreciate enough at the time, imagining, as we do, that I’d have an actual waist forever, although I knew even then, so this is no great revelation, it simply isn’t true, is it? And no one minds much, my friends shrug and talk about blood pressure and cholesterol and how so far they’ve avoided this and that affliction or take this or that pill, but the body, well, it ain’t pretty, folks, and every time I do catch a glimpse, I swear no one will ever see me like that again, by which I mean disrobed alongside a man equally disrobed, because how could such a lump engender lustful thoughts, never mind those other bits that get aroused, or used to, although to be fair, based on my reading, which I admit isn’t extensive so much as entertaining, someone out there is still having lustful thoughts, and they haven’t bypassed my generation entirely, not yet.

This morning though, unaroused, I focus my attention on the step-by-step process of cooking a bowl of breakfast cereal, not the same as it used to be, now you nuke your cereal – see, I know words like nuke, I’m not really such an old fogey – and presto, you sit down at the tidy end of the table, sparing a frown for the mess at the other end, which consists of things you haven’t yet got around to chucking into the recycling, plus a book or two and yesterday’s paper. Why I take the newspaper I don’t know, even the comics aren’t comic anymore and is it worth it for one crossword a day? They publish books of the things. There’s also a folded chunk of fabric I brought home from a Facility-sponsored excursion to the mall yesterday with the view to making some new sofa pillows for the sofa (where else?), but I probably will end up filing the fabric away, because to be straight with myself, the idea of actually creating these mythical pillow covers bores me, and hauling my sewing machine – another refugee from the purge of house-downsizing – from its storage place deep in the closet and allowing the whole process to dominate my living area feels, frankly, unpleasant.

Now to figure out what my day promises, once the cereal – the healthy, life-improving cereal, according to the blurb on the packaging – has been spooned into my waiting maw, contemplating not meeting Rosie for morning coffee, funny how you don’t hear names like those anymore, old-fashioned I suppose they’d say, my name’s still a little more common but these floral ones not so much, although my son assures me they are coming back, because who wants their kid to be named Ashley or some such, which always reminds me of teenaged cheerleaders encouraging the high school football team on to greater effort and carrying the crowd along with them, oh yes, those were the days, in their own way. This morning, ‘portend’ is a better word than ‘promise’, not because the prospects are so grim, they aren’t, but because of my mood, which despite my somewhat lackadaisical efforts is not so great. Most mornings Rosie and I have morning coffee together down in the dining room, which to be fair is tastefully done up and does serve decent coffee, and anyway it’s free, which is to say I buy a meal plan so it’s already paid for, although I have heard that anyone, even those without a meal plan, can help themselves to the coffee, which doesn’t seem quite fair to me, but on the other hand I can add a pastry, ignoring the implications for the aforementioned lack of waist.

I sent my bathroom scale to the Sally Ann when I moved here, figuring there are some things you simply don’t want to know.

I could be in the dining room right now, having an omelet or French toast, chatting with the other elderly (Aha! One Down! As if I hadn’t long ago figured it out.) folks who live here, but I like these solitary mornings. Despite my grumbling I like my seven-grain cereal which after all has flax seed in it, unground because ground goes rancid faster but flax seed doesn’t release its nutrients until it’s ground, or so they say, but there has to be some health benefit, and it must be said – once and I won’t address the subject again – I do stay regular.

Returning to the play thing, we’re encouraged to play, of course we are, the company that owns the Facility wants their advertising to be truthfully full of shots of shiny, happy seniors – no one who actually lives here, you can tell by the sharp dressing and lack of inconvenient sags – engaged in this or that activity, and besides, it’s good for their reputation and thus their ability to keep the suites filled, and ultimately, I suppose, it’s also good for us, their residents, tenants, inmates. The amenities are abundant, we have at our fingertips everything a healthy, active senior could want – because we are, after all, healthy, active seniors, every living one of us, and we don’t speak of the ones who quietly disappear, and we’re told later that alas, they are no longer healthy, active, or even living in some cases, no longer available to partake of the vast array of goodies presented to us like the candies I used to buy with my pennies before going into the afternoon matinee to watch a cowboy shoot-’em-up or a romantic comedy I was much too young to understand. Not that romance really adapts well to comedy, especially when you’re a mere fledgling and have that waist, because you lack both the wisdom of age and the hormonal control to keep things in perspective, which might be said of me also – although in my case we are talking about a lack of hormones, including the hot and bothered option – because I have no business being so negative about our recreational choices. Why, today my options include a lesson in the art room, a jaunt to the grocery, or a waterfit class (yes, we have a fine pool in a delightful solarium-like room) to sharpen my appetite – not to mention toning the persistently sagging muscles – scrumptious (but also health-conscious, age appropriate, i.e. under-seasoned) meals in the dining room, or a visit to the bistro for casual noshes like tuna sandwiches and yogurt, and supper, a cutlet of some sort today, with a vegetarian option. But you know, I am really too old to want to deal with vegetarian, been there done that, and my system is nicely regulated, my numbers for the most part under control, so why tamper with a good thing? Oh yes, the Facility does its utmost to keep us healthy and entertained.

Breakfast over and other ablutions attended to, and the less said about them the better, suffice to say as you age you are forced to tend more to your failing body, it’s time to deal with the appliances and supports that keep you going, and they are so numerous, it grieves me to think about the list of them. I begin with glasses, which have not yet had their daily polish, that began long before I reached the age of invisibility and hasn’t gone away although some of my friends have had cataract surgery and swear they no longer need them, but then I knew a woman who acquired stars and other disconcerting effects in her vision. So far I’ve avoided the cataract challenge for which I’m grateful because it becomes a weighty decision and these days, frankly, I don’t want to make weighty decisions, although I would if my sight were at issue. Some day I will adapt my routine so I am not working the crossword through yesterday’s smears, but I seem to remember that resolve only after it’s too late, the habit’s entrenched. Next come the hearing aids which are a damn nuisance no matter how many times the nice man told me eventually I wouldn’t even notice them. I pick them up from their cute little recharging stand recommended by the kids because they were worried that I lack the manual dexterity to change the batteries, which so far hasn’t become an issue, dexterity I mean, not battery changing, though I concede it might one day, and I suppose they do help me hear but you know what? Sometimes I don’t want to hear. I’ve discovered the delight of silence, and when Joan gets on her high horse about environmental woes or political malfeasance it’s so easy to turn her off, although I can also do that mentally, it’s called tuning out, without potentially insulting her by reaching up behind my ear to adjust her volume, so even there I’m not sure the hearing aids help all that much.

And once the appliances are affixed to my head comes the... ahem... somewhat embarrassing next step, although my mother assured me so many years ago that all old ladies end up in diapers, and what was God thinking, designing us in a way that the mere act of reproduction weakens your insides down there – and don’t get me started on Kegels, never did me the least good even though my daughter sent me packing to a physiotherapist once to be sure I was doing them properly and wasn’t that an embarrassing situation. Be that as it may, the muscles have slacked off, no longer up to the job, and so a pad to catch dribbles is a necessary wardrobe accessory now, pity they don’t come in a rainbow array of tantalizing colors like condoms apparently do, but there we are, just when you think you’re done with pads and tampons and all that – and it can’t be said I resented that transition, in fact I danced for joy – yes, now that you’re used to being free, here go the bladder muscles and in comes another set of pads, which I purchase at the grocery where I can sneak them through along with my seven-grain cereal and avocados, although Rosie says I should go easy on the avocados because they have so much fat and how roly-poly am I willing to be, whereas if I buy them at the pharmacy (the pads, not the avocados) they may well be a stand-alone purchase for all the world to see, revealing far more than I’m comfortable with, to the next person in line, never mind to the kind-hearted cashier who calls me Dearie.

Around my knee I wrap a light brace, my daughter who is something of a jock (Jockette? Not my daughter!) in any event inclined to athleticism, tells me it’s called a sleeve and it is meant to reduce if not eliminate my knee going out, which it does when least expected, like with a very minor twist, but it’s part and parcel of general knee problems that have plagued me for years, probably because of all the high-impact aerobics on Saturday mornings, once upon a time, dancing around the house to the Rolling Stones and generally getting my exercise in a way that was, shall we say, vigorous. It’s all my fault, as George used to lecture me, and I expect he was right, but I wouldn’t trade those high-impact days, even though now I can barely kneel, struggle to get back up if I do. So, I don’t, except at church where I can slide my backside from a kneeling position onto the pew with no standing required, not that kneeling is common in church these days, and for that matter, neither am I. I suspect this has to do with the average age of the congregation (the non-kneeling, not my sporadic attendance) rather than a modernization of the ritual. I walk with caution, the sleeve in place because my daughter recommended it, not because I discern any positive effect from the thing, but at least it’s under my slacks, and my daughter wanted me to have it and who is going to turn down a gift from a child, and anyway it (the knee problem, I mean) is probably a function of getting older, nothing to do with aerobics at all, but it made sense at the time to agree with George and fend off a long and potentially uncomfortable discussion.

So I’ve been dealing with the knees for dog’s years, whatever that means, the old saw says that every year for a dog is actually seven human years although I think they’ve disproven that because animals are living longer now, our last cat made it to twenty, and the Facility frowns on pets so that’s it for me, no more soothing purrs as a warm, heavy body clamps my legs to the bed and have you noticed how as soon as you can’t toss and turn, you long to? But to return to my assorted aches and pains, my thumbs went years ago, most likely repetitive strain from too much knitting, or maybe from typing at work. If I’m careful they behave not too badly but the left one is acting up a little today, and probably I should be doing those exercises mandated by a physiotherapist, she herself mandated by a consortium of the kids and George, and these I know do make a difference, and I should mention I hate, hate asking for help when I shouldn’t need it.

And what exactly is an old saw? I can answer that, the oversized, old thing George kept on a wall in the garage over his workbench and hadn’t used in thirty years or more (the saw, not the workbench) but a man needs his tools, right? It had gone rusty by the time my son carted it off to the metal recycling as part of the general household dismemberment. Not that I see the immediate connection between a tool and the length of a dog’s year, but I suppose there’s one in there somewhere.

Last is the cane, and this isn’t so bad really, I almost never use it around the Facility, just when my knee is acting up, and it’s green with swirling paisleys on it. I’ve always been a sucker for paisley. Rosie, who has a frivolous streak, says it must be from a past life or something, but I think it’s that I enjoy the shape, in fact a Christmas or two ago my daughter’s kids gave me a coloring book of paisleys and a packet of colored pencils, unfortunately not including a pencil sharpener, but one day I’ll get the Facility to take me somewhere that sells them, or catch the shuttle to the mall, to a drugstore or office supply store, although the patterns are a little fine for me to execute, being as I am a stickler for staying within the lines although as I’ve mentioned (I think) my small motor control is still excellent, but even if I never color a single paisley, I do like looking at the patterns. I sometimes find myself admiring the paisleys on the cane as I’m riding along on my way to somewhere, which make it distinctive, its strap looped around my wrist so I don’t forget it and leave it behind, although needless to say my son has put a name label on it, an advantage in the Facility where half the inmates, sorry, I should say residents, use one, but since I don’t need it at the moment I hook it to the doorknob so I won’t forget to take it with me when I leave to catch my bus.

A modest shirt suits my style today – not that a less modest one ever does – one of a collection
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